SHAKESPEARE AND
The play of Sir Thomas More was written some time during
the last dozen years of the reign of Elizabeth. The manuscript
is in the British Musem. The play was never printed till it was
edited by Alexander Dyce in 1844. It was then in very much
better condition; Dyce could read much that is now illegible.
It is the work of a group of playwrights, and is testimony to the
remarkable freedom of the Elizabethan drama and the breadth
of mind of a London audience. London was much more Protest-
ant than most of England. The war with Spain was raging, and
Queen Elizabeth had been excommunicated and deposed by
the Pope. Seminary priests from abroad were constantly being
hanged with torture at Tyburn. Yet these playwrights expected
to be allowed to produce a play making a hero of Sir Thomas
More, the greatest of all those who had been put to death on the
charge of denying the Royal Supremacy. The people before
whom the play was to be acted were mainly Protestants, the
dramatists themselves were, so far as we know, Protestants.
The bulk of the play is extant in the handwriting of
Anthony Munday, who was a violent Protestant propagan-
dist. The dramatists walked very warily, and were careful
not to state in so many words why their hero was going to
execution. By this discretion they hoped to get the play past
the censor.
But they came to grief on another point. Early in the reign
of Henry VIII, on i May, 1517, prentices had risen in a rather
ugly anti-alien riot. According to tradition, this riot was quelled
by the personal intervention of Thomas More. The first part
of the play tells with great gusto how the citizens revolted on
'Evil May Day' against the insults of the favoured aliens, and
how they were recalled to their allegiance by an eloquent speech
of More.
But in the days of Elizabeth there was a large population of
foreign refugees in London, and there was very strong anti-alien
feeling. It was on this that trouble arose with the licenser of
plays. What seems to have worried him was not that the play
was written in honour of the greatest of all the martyrs for
Rome. He was obviously prepared to allow that. He went
through the play making slight alterations, then, concluding
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